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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to interview women over 40 years of age in order to 
discover their experiences after they returned to university. Obtaining a university degree 
later in life can be a challenging process. Many women had been unable to go directly into 
university from high school or continue university for a number of reasons: lack of finances, 
marriage commitments, family responsibilities, work commitments, and lack of support 
systems. The women in this research demonstrated determination, resilience, and motivation 
to pursue their education for both professional development and as personal goals. They were 
surprised at how well they did with their course work. One or two women planned to 
complete only their Bachelor's degree, while others found a love for learning and planned to 
keep going for Master's and Doctoral degrees and even continue on in other types of 
learning. 
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GLOSSARY 
Ageism: According to WHO, ageism is the stereotyping and discrimination against 
individuals or groups on the basis of their age; ageism can take many forms, including 
prejudicial attitudes, discriminatory practices, or institutional policies and practices that 
perpetuate stereotypical beliefs. 
 
Atypical-aged student: 40+ years of age 
Deep approach to learning: understanding concepts and integrating knowledge 
Higher education, HE: post-secondary education 
Higher learning: post-secondary education 
Self-efficacy: belief in one's ability to succeed in particular situations or tasks 
Social capital: networks of social relationships that enable communities to function 
effectively through access to pools of resources and supports 
 
Surface approach to learning: memorizing material 
Typical-aged student: 18 to 25 years of age 
Universities of the Third Age: institutes of higher learning for adults over 55 years of age 
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Chapter One 
Research Framework 
 Students who attend post-secondary education usually do so immediately or shortly 
after graduation from the secondary education system and these undergraduate students are 
typically in the 18 to 25 age range. However, today's college and university student 
populations are comprised of students from a wider range of ages and experiences. The 
growing population of students now, more so than decades ago, includes atypical-aged 
females returning to post-secondary education (O'Shea & Stone, 2011; Ross-Gordon, 2011). 
These women have differing needs as compared to the younger, more typical-aged students 
(Panacci, 2015). Data from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD, 2014) indicated that 58% of Canadians participate in formal and/or non-formal 
education that was associated with educational achievement and proficiency. Low 
participation rates in adult learning can be related to inaccessibility resulting from the lack of 
time due to work loads, childcare/family responsibilities, and the lack of flexibility in 
learning opportunities (Howard & Davies, 2013; OECD, 2014). Atypical-aged or non-
traditional aged females face additional challenges and barriers when dealing with academia, 
family responsibilities, and other commitments (Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002). The terms 
mature, non-traditional, atypical, adult, and older refer to students over 30 years of age 
according to the literature. I used the term atypical-aged for the female university student 
participants over 40 years old for the purpose of this study.  
Atypical-aged females return to university for many reasons such as: professional 
development to improve skills, training for a new career after a job loss, life circumstances 
that require additional education (divorce or death of spouse), to continue an education that 
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was interrupted (or never began) due to family life and/or lack of finances (Redding & 
Dowling, 1992; Ross-Gordon, 2011), or for the challenge of learning and personal growth 
(Howard & Davies, 2013). Returning to or just beginning university can be very difficult for 
atypical-aged females who have been out of the educational or formal learning mode for 
some time (O'Shea & Stone, 2011; Redding & Dowling, 1992). These particular females 
often have multiple roles to manage as they pursue their degree and this may limit their 
enrolment to part-time status. Atypical-aged female students are often not able to participate 
in many aspects of campus life due to their many responsibilities (Panacci, 2015) and the 
lack of time and interest (Kasworm, 2005). Supports and suggestions for succeeding at 
university may not always be applicable to the atypical-aged woman as a result of not being 
involved in campus life. Regardless of the difficulties, however, atypical-aged women are 
pursuing university degrees. 
The Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC, 2011) highlighted 
the increasing value and demand for a university degree which is being driven by the need 
for highly skilled people in the work force as the Canadian economy is shifting from a 
resource based to a service based economy. It is a known fact that people who earn a 
university degree can potentially increase their income, and, as stated in the AUCC report, 
“experience fewer periods of unemployment, volunteer more, and are more engaged in their 
social and political activities" (p. 5). The report stated the typical age of the student body is 
18 to 21 years which makes up 52.2% of the student population. The next largest university 
student group is aged 22 to 24 years that averages 23.7% of university student demographics. 
The other sectors of student enrollment are groups such as 25 to 29 year old students at 
13.4%; 30 to 34 year old students at 5%; 35 to 39 year old students at 2.5%; and, the 40+ 
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years of age representing 3.3% of the overall student population as also stated in the AUCC 
report. 
The AUCC (2011) report also indicated several changing labour market factors that 
resulted in the need for higher educational qualifications for many occupations, which 
resulted in the increased enrolment of older female students in part-time undergraduate 
studies since the 1990s. Full-time enrolment in graduate studies grew faster than enrolment in 
undergraduate studies over the last 30 years. The 2010 statistics (AUCC, 2011) indicated that 
56% of students enrolled in graduate studies at the master’s level were females. The statistics 
revealed doctoral levels tend to have a larger number of full-time male enrolments, but 
females represented the majority of students in the disciplines of Health, Education, Social 
Sciences, Visual and Performing Arts, and Communication Technology. The OECD (2014) 
emphasized the importance of lifelong learning to help people "develop and maintain key 
information-processing skills and acquire knowledge and other skills throughout their life" 
(p. 1). However, statistics revealed that only 3.3% of older Canadians were enrolled in 
university programs and the expected trend toward lifelong learning was not indicated by the 
data (AUCC, 2011). The projected lack of population growth and the expansion of the over 
65 age group as untapped potential students indicated that university recruitment strategies 
"will need to both expand access to higher education for untapped segments of the population 
and international students and increase the quality of education students receive" (AUCC, 
2011, p. 5).  
Study Focus 
The focus of this research was to explore the lived experiences of atypical-aged 
females enrolled in undergraduate and graduate university programs at the University of 
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Northern British Columbia (UNBC). The term atypical-aged female is defined in this study 
as a female student over 40 years of age while typical-aged students are defined as those 
students who are approximately 18 to 25 years old. The atypical-aged female student 
population is a small percentage of the overall student population at UNBC (See Table 1). 
Table 1 
 
UNBC Female Students Over 40 Years of Age 
 
 
 
 
Program Level 
 
 
 
 
Status 
 
 
40+ 
Count 
 
 
 
Age Range 
 
Total 
Student 
Count 
 
40+ as % 
of  
Enrolment 
      
Undergraduate PT 53 40.2 – 84.5       375    14.1 
 FT 60 40.2 – 71.0 2163      2.7 
      
Graduate PT 26 40.6 – 57.6   93     28.0 
 FT 64 40.3 – 71.3 411     15.6 
      
Doctoral FT   9 40.3 – 60.4 60     15.0 
   
212  
 
  
3102  
 
6.8 
 
Note. Data adapted from UNBC Institutional Research Report for the 2017 Winter Semester. 
Enrolment totals:  FT = 2634, PT = 468. PT= part-time student, FT = full-time student. 
 
From Table 1, female students over 40 years of age represent approximately seven 
percent of the enrolments. The trend for increased female enrolments in graduate programs, 
as noted in the AUCC (2011) report, is also reflected in the UNBC statistics for atypical-aged 
students. There were 90 females enrolled in graduate programs compared to 45 males in 
graduate programs (see note in Table 2). 
Enrolment numbers for both female and male age groups was included to determine 
the total percentage of students over 40 years of age who were enrolled at UNBC. It is of 
note that there were almost two and a half times as many females enrolled as males in the 
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atypical age group (See Table 2) which is in line with trends. This research only focused on 
the experiences of the atypical-age females. 
 
Table 2 
 
UNBC Female and Male Students Over 40 Grouped by Age  
 
 
Age Range 
 
Female 
  
Male 
 
40 – 49 
 
125 
  
62 
50 – 59 68  13 
60 - 69 13  9 
70 - 79 5  1 
80 - 89 1  0 
  
212 
  
85 
 
Note. Data adapted from UNBC Institutional Research Report for the 2017 Winter Semester. 
Total enrolment = 3102. Students over 40 years of age = 9.6%. Females in graduate 
programs = 90, males in graduate programs = 40. 
 
Research Significance and Rationale 
The AUCC (2011) predicted a doubling of the over 65 age group and an 8% increase 
in the 15 to 64 age group by 2030. With these data in mind, there may be a pool of women, 
within these older age groups, in many communities who are interested in pursuing higher 
learning and have the desire to obtain a degree. Bourgeois and Kirby (2012) stated that 
research on women from different backgrounds "could shed light on the meaning and value 
of a variety of [university] degrees" (p. 160), especially from women from rural 
backgrounds.  
The significance or rationale for understanding atypical-aged females' experiences is 
to provide information to other atypical-aged females, universities, teachers, and students. 
Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) argued that "the continued success of a postsecondary 
 6 
 
institution may well depend on its ability to understand and accommodate the unique 
dispositional, situational, and institutional needs of nontraditional female students" (p. 140). 
Research such as this will inform Canadian universities of ways to recruit and retain atypical-
aged female students while increasing the 3.3% composition of students over 40 years of age 
within the student body. The findings will also inform instructors to become more aware of 
differing educational needs, learning styles, and challenges that atypical-aged females may 
have. Lastly, fellow students may learn that education can be lifelong and education is not 
just for the young student. The information from personal experiences may make it easier for 
other women to see that they too can learn regardless of age, class composition, or feelings of 
unease about coursework, and that they can manage the complexities of academic life, 
eventually leading to graduation. Lastly, The Canadian Council on Learning (CCL, 2006) 
stated that there is limited research involving seniors and learning and stated, "more research 
is needed on the factors that hinder learning in older adults, as well as on the specific learning 
needs and capabilities of seniors' learning" (CCL, 2006, p. 8) which supports the very need of 
research in this area. 
Personal Location 
I am an atypical-aged student working on my thesis as a last requirement for my 
Master’s degree. My career has been in both healthcare (administrative roles) and post-
secondary education (administrative and teaching roles). I was unable to go to university 
directly from high school. However, when I worked at a college earlier in my career, one of 
the program directors encouraged me to work toward a university degree. I found that being 
an atypical-aged student among younger students during my undergraduate years was in 
some ways an isolating experience. I had little in common with my younger classmates other 
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than being a student. I was often the oldest student in the class and often older than my 
instructors, and as a result I did not share the same social experiences or intentions. 
The classes at the graduate level had a wider distribution of age levels and I did not 
feel so different. My roles in life changed once I enrolled in university to include student, as 
well as wife, mother, full-time and part-time employee, and community member. All of these 
roles (and the inherent expectations within them) have impacted my ability to ration time, 
meet deadlines, and maintain a high standard in my course work. I have also found the 
learning experience very rewarding. I am a firm believer in lifelong learning−the term "use it 
or lose it" reminds me to exercise my mind as well as my body. There were challenges to 
obtaining a post-secondary university degree as an atypical-aged student such as navigating 
coursework successfully, balancing work responsibilities, managing the role expectations of 
wife and mother, and financial considerations.  
I have wanted to obtain more than one university degree which meant I was an 
undergraduate student enrolled in classes with the typical-aged students. I then moved on to 
enroll in a master’s level program to enhance both my professional life (for economic or 
extrinsic reasons) and personal life (for the joy of learning and goal completion or intrinsic 
reasons). My university courses have been mostly part-time. The demands of coursework 
made it challenging to deal with assignments, study for exams, and complete my degrees in a 
timely manner while managing the other aspects of my life. Certain courses with high 
volumes of reading meant very late nights trying to complete the requirements. The 
scheduling of courses during the day also made it difficult for me to attend regularly because 
I could not always get release time when I worked.  
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My timeline for completing degrees has been longer than the four year time frame 
that the typical younger student spends to attain their degree. I also found that some of the 
suggestions in student success guidelines were not conducive to the multiple roles of 
atypical-aged students. Orientation suggestions regarding "getting involved" by joining 
clubs, volunteering, and running for student representation positions did not fit in my 
schedule or my desires. I was discouraged by the lack of recognition of high grade point 
average standings for part-time students in both the college and university settings where 
only full-time students made the honor roll. Many scholarships and awards are limited to 
younger age groups and full-time students. My current degree and interest is in education and 
I wanted to explore the post-secondary experiences of other atypical-aged females with a 
view to understanding their experiences and needs in terms of attracting, retaining, and 
teaching them in higher learning classes. 
Theoretical Framework 
My conceptual lens regarding lifelong learning takes a constructivist approach 
whereby one builds on knowledge (both formal and informal) throughout one's life. 
Scardamalia and Bereiter (2003) argued that "knowledge is essentially the same across the 
trajectory running from early childhood to the most advanced levels of theorizing, invention, 
and design, and across the spectrum of knowledge creating organizations, within and beyond 
school” (p. 2). They also argued (2010) that knowledge building "is the creation and 
improvement of knowledge of value to one's community" (p. 8). The importance of education 
and lifelong learning has been emphasized by psychologists, educators, and corporations. 
Formal learning is one way of keeping the mind stimulated and healthy from an educational 
perspective (CCL, 2006). From a corporate perspective, adjusting to the "pace and volume of 
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change in just about every major discipline means that lifelong learning is no longer an 
option; it is essential” (Bollington, 2015, p. 2). Learning and keeping the brain active is also 
important from a psychological perspective as intellectual stimulation enhances cognitive 
function and wellbeing (CCL, 2006; Eschen, 2012; Fernandez-Ballesteros et al., 2013; 
Fernandez-Ballesteros, Molina, Schettini, & del Ray, 2012; Vaillant, 2002). Further, lifelong 
professional development in today's knowledge society is essential (Kasworm & 
Hemmingsen, 2007).  
Aging well is a continuous process of exploration and change–a broadening and 
deepening of our sense of identity based on a dynamic interaction within the context of our 
cultural environment. We continually construct knowledge about ourselves and the world 
around us. Vaillant (2002) referred to resilience and continual growth as two key factors that 
help people age well. Lifelong education is an active way to keep minds open to new 
thoughts and ideas. Whether one pursues learning for active cognitive engagement, to 
complete a long-delayed goal, or for professional development it is a good foundation for 
achieving a sense of self-discovery, social engagement, and wellbeing. Lifelong learning is 
necessary for a person's success in the labour market and for social well-being as supported 
by the OECD (2005).  
Research Challenges 
Researcher bias is an aspect of qualitative research that must be addressed in order to 
ensure rigor or trustworthiness of a study. Morse (2015) notes two sources of researcher bias: 
the "pink elephant" or the "tendency for the researcher to see what is anticipated" (p. 1215) 
and the use of small samples rather than random sampling. In order to deal with the pink 
elephant, Morse advises the researcher to remain neutral and use step-wise verification 
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during data collection and analysis. Using selective or specific samples allows the researcher 
to "seek information from those most likely to know the information required" and to 
"distinguish the concept[s] from the surrounding conceptual noise" (Morse, 2015, p. 1215-
1216).  
I selected a small group of atypical-aged females who are currently or were enrolled 
as undergraduates or graduates in professional programs at UNBC with Morse’s (2015) 
caveats in mind. I remained neutral by not discussing my experiences or beliefs as a student 
prior to the interview process to minimize influencing or swaying participant responses 
during the research process. A phenomenological methodology was used to identify themes 
that were similar and different among atypical-aged females to gain understanding as to how 
those commonalities or differences influenced their experience as students. 
Thesis Overview 
 Chapter one sets the overall framework of the study in terms of the study focus, the 
research significance and rationale, personal location, and research challenges. Chapter two 
provides an in-depth literature review that was used to support or challenge the research 
study findings and assist with determining if there are gaps in the literature. Chapter three 
provides the methodology that was used to ensure a step by step process regarding participant 
recruitment, data collection, data analysis, and the role of the researcher regarding ethical 
considerations. Chapter four provides the results of the research study and entails a 
discussion that critically reflects the meaning and essence of these findings in terms of 
content in the literature review in Chapter two. Lastly, Chapter five focuses on concluding 
thoughts and recommendations from the research study.  
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Chapter Two − Literature Review 
The literature on atypical-aged females in higher education was somewhat limited 
from a Canadian perspective. However, many western and European countries have 
Universities of the Third Age specifically for adults over 55 years of age, and actively 
promote lifelong learning. There is extensive literature on atypical-aged females in higher 
learning from the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom. The 
selected research on atypical-aged females in higher education covered a range of themes 
that were common to women around the world: the desire to improve their educational level 
or complete educational goals, concerns regarding their ability to learn and manage the 
technology in university, juggling multiple roles, changing relationships and expectations, 
and lack of time. The research has been grouped under the categories of cognitive abilities 
and perceptions of aging; the link between lifelong learning and wellbeing; identity 
transformations and the resultant changes in relationships; and, motivations and outcomes for 
atypical-aged-aged females. These categories were not isolated concepts but were 
intertwining and overlapping motifs in many cases. The terms mature, atypical-aged, non-
traditional aged, adult, and older student have been used in the research studies to refer to 
older students. I have maintained the particular age terminology used in each of the research 
studies where appropriate throughout the literature review section. 
Cognitive Functioning As We Age 
Many studies have found that learning can occur well into old age in the absence of 
major cognitive deficits (CCL, 2006; Fernandez-Ballesteros et al., 2012; Jackson, Hill, 
Payne, & Stine-Morrow, 2012) and key information processing can be developed and 
maintained through adult learning (OECD, 2014). An empirical study that supports the role 
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of learning in promoting cognitive functioning throughout life  reviewed the effects of 
cognitive training to stability in adults and found there was "robust positive evidence that 
cognitive trainings enhance absolute and dimensional stability of cognitive functioning 
across adulthood" (Eschen, 2012, p. 230). In another empirical study with older adults the 
research found that a 6-week reasoning training program with supplemental puzzle solving 
produced changes not only in increased reasoning ability but in the personality trait of 
openness in adults 60 to 94. The openness effect was beyond the effect of increased 
reasoning (Jackson et al., 2012). The results suggested that cognitive training "can also lead 
people to view themselves as more open" and "openness to experience is linked to better 
health and decreased mortality risk" ( p. 290).  
Yang, Krampe, and Baltes (2006) found that cognitive plasticity can extend into the 
oldest-old age group (74 to 91 years) with training. The researchers used a test-retest 
paradigm and found that retest learning helped the participants to reactivate their available 
capacities without deliberately acquiring new skills. The research results showed "persistent, 
though age-reduced, learning across all samples and across all tests" (p. 372) when they 
compared the young-old and the oldest-old participants. Yang et al. studied young-olds aged 
70 to 79 and oldest-olds were aged 80 to 91. Citing Krampe and Ericsson, (1996), Yang et al. 
(2006) noted the "remarkable capacities of older professionals to maintain their skills or 
acquire new ones through deliberate practice efforts" (p. 377). Studies have indicated that 
testing in all age groups can improve long-term learning, can help to protect against 
forgetting and is an effective learning tool, and the "research has positive implications for 
training working adults" as well (Ashley, Meyer, & Logan, 2013, p. 146). These studies on 
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aging support the idea that non-traditional students can learn and succeed in higher education 
well into old age.  
Perceptions of Aging 
The Sheridan Centre for Elder Research, in conjunction with the International 
Federation on Ageism, developed the Revera Report on Ageism (2016) which stated, 
"Ageism was the most tolerated form of social prejudice in Canada when compared to gender 
or race-based discrimination" (p. 5). Cultural stereotypes, group stereotypes, and self-
perceptions of aging have an influence on a non-typical aged person's capacity to learn and 
integrate into campus life (Fernandez-Ballesteros et al., 2013). Adult students tend to worry 
they are not as capable of learning or that they might not do well in university (Kasworm, 
2005; O'Boyle, 2014, 2015; O'Shea, & Stone, 2011). Negative stereotypes on aging may 
prevent an older person from even registering for higher learning or those stereotypes could 
affect the learning process when they do enroll in higher learning. Fernández-Ballesteros et 
al. (2013) noted "when young people are around older people they adjust their behaviors in 
ways that reflect age stereotypes and, thus, activate the age stereotypes in older individuals" 
(pp. 127-128). The stereotypical behavior might be changed by having greater diversity in 
age groups within classes to improve both self-perception and group-perception of aging, 
especially when older adults achieve academic success.  
O’Boyle (2015) pointed out a subtle differentness and separateness (O'Boyle, 2014) 
between typical- and mature-aged students that resonates with my experience of older 
students being mistaken for the instructor in a class or as a faculty member when interacting 
with campus departments. A younger student asked an atypical-aged student friend of mine 
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“Why are you taking classes if you already have a job?” The question appeared to imply that 
the young student thought that once you had a job there was no need for further education. 
Lifelong Learning and Wellbeing 
Active learning promotes positive benefits such as alleviating age-related loss of 
brain function, and promotes community involvement and new interests (CCL, 2006). There 
is the added benefit of society having more positive attitudes towards aging by seeing active, 
older role-models in addition to personal benefits for atypical-aged students (Fernandez-
Ballesteros et al., 2013; Hori & Cusack, 2006). One of the factors in successful aging is 
lifelong learning (Vaillant, 2002). Vaillant’s study on Harvard Adult Development argued for 
the link between health and education based on the "capacity to take the long view [of aging] 
facilitates both prolonged education and self-care" and "people seek education because they 
believe that it is possible to control the course of their lives" (p. 210). Vaillant was involved 
with the study on adult development that has been in progress for many years. Researchers 
are now working on a second generational study of the children of the people in the original 
study to further understand the adult development process.  
Lifelong learning not only promotes personal wellbeing (Ashley, Meyer & Logan, 
2013; Petty & Thomas, 2014; Seligman, 2012; Su, 2011; Talmage, Lacher, Pstross, Knopf, & 
Burkhart, 2015; Vaillant, 2002); it also promotes community wellbeing as viewed from a 
social capital perspective (Merriam & Kee, 2014). Continued learning in all forms is a major 
factor in successful aging and a way to keep older adults engaged both mentally and 
physically. The Calgary Association of Lifelong Learners (CALL) is an innovative program 
for those who want to be involved in learning for the joy of it. CALL is a member-led, not-
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for-profit organization that offers affordable learning opportunities. Their philosophy and 
vision states:  
In providing attractive opportunities for older people to become part of a 
community that is dedicated to learning for the sheer joy of it, CALL aims to 
enable its members not only to share their valuable knowledge and life 
experiences with others, but also to gain knew knowledge, skills, and 
experiences and to keep their minds stimulated and active. We believe that by 
enriching the lives of the community’s elders and expanding the opportunities 
for them to connect with a wide range of individuals and organizations, we 
will also be enriching the cultural, social, and intellectual life of the larger 
community (CALL, 2018). 
 
The formal learning environment of higher education is required for professional 
competency and certification in many chosen fields. There are benefits to formal learning 
leading to improved memory, learning performance, and positive affect whether one enrolls 
in higher education for personal or professional reasons as demonstrated through the work of 
Fernandez-Ballesteros et al. (2012). Their study examined the effects of education in 
promoting active aging in adults ranging in age from 55 to 70 years. The researchers 
compared a group of students enrolled in the University Program for Older Adults (PUMA) 
to a control group of similar age who were not enrolled in any educational program. The 
findings revealed a number of differences over a three-year period. The PUMA group 
improved their performance in memory and learning. The study group appeared "to have 
avoided 3 years of potential decline of their memory and learning capacity" (p. 152). The 
university group also maintained their activity and productivity levels and demonstrated 
higher levels of information-seeking while the control group reduced their activities to stay 
informed. Fernandez-Ballesteros et al. (2012) argued that cognitive declines "were not due to 
age, but to withdrawal of stimulation, which leads to a disuse of functioning" (p. 152). 
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Learning begets learning as suggested by the OECD (2014), therefore, learning itself may be 
a motivating factor. 
Motivations 
There were a number of different motivations that the participants described as 
reasons for returning to university. Education was often an investment in themselves for 
atypical-aged students (Vaccaro & Lovell, 2010) and a "time for me" (Bourgeois & Kirby, 
2012, p. 152). There can be both extrinsic and intrinsic motivations for learning. Carney-
Crompton and Tan (2002) noted that intrinsic motives such as personal enrichment, self-
improvement, and personal growth were more important for non-traditional female students. 
Extrinsic motivations can involve professional development, financial opportunities, or 
employment requirements while intrinsic motivational factors can involve joy of learning or 
pursuit of long term personal goals. These motivations may combine or change depending on 
a person's stage of development (Ward & Dixon, 2014) or whether they feel they are a 
learner or a non-learner (Howard & Davies, 2013). It is also argued that motivation to learn 
may be influenced by "group influences, self-evaluation, social position, and opportunities 
for social mobility…which change with life stage" (Ward & Dixon, 2014, p. 595) or based 
on previous educational experiences (Swain & Hammond, 2011). 
Vaccaro and Lovell (2010) found that for many atypical-aged women their reasons 
for returning to school were personal−fulfilling personal dreams, doing something just for 
themselves, and investing in themselves for personal growth. The authors describe personal 
investment as “the valuing of oneself enough to believe that personal growth, learning, and 
education are needed and deserved" (p. 172). O'Shea and Stone (2011) suggested that the 
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desire to become more independent from their roles as wife and mother or to restore a sense 
of self (O'Boyle, 2015) may be highly motivating factors for continued learning. 
Outcomes. Other research categorized motives and outcomes for post-graduate 
learning. Ward and Dixon (2014) were able to group the participants learning outcomes into 
four categories: professional, economic, personal (affecting identity and personal life), and 
social (affecting relationships and affiliations). The personal outcomes of self-confidence, 
self-understanding, and identity were particularly important for the female students in this 
study as were the social outcomes of new friendships, changes in attitude, and participation 
in organizations.  
The drive to succeed can give atypical-aged female students the motivation to manage 
conflicting demands and they often demonstrate resilience and strength in the pursuit of their 
education (Vaccaro & Lovell, 2010). The motivation to undertake university courses may 
involve a deep approach to learning (understanding concepts) rather than a surface approach 
(memorizing material). Research has found that "mature students tend to be more likely than 
younger students to adopt a deep approach to learning…and to achieve higher grades" 
(Howard & Davis, 2013, p. 773-772). Atypical-aged students may be more intrinsically 
motivated. If older women are already working, their desire for a university degree may be 
more than just professional development−they may want to pursue a delayed goal or to 
improve their self-confidence by succeeding in the educational realm.  
Limited Campus Interaction. Adult students' success begins in the classroom as 
argued by Panacci (2015). Most atypical-aged female students generally return to post-
secondary education on a part-time basis, so their initial experience is with one or two 
classes. Panacci argued that atypical-aged or nontraditional students have limited campus 
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interactions due to their many responsibilities, therefore, their campus interaction is mainly 
and often only in the classroom. Non-traditional students use the classroom as a stage for 
learning and creating the meanings of learning as a result. Panacci (2015) further argued that 
two ways to support and develop non-traditional students is to connect classroom learning to 
career-related roles and goals and to use active, collaborative, and interactive approaches for 
successful learning. Other researchers argued "that instructional staff should be of sufficient 
quality to support effective learning” (Comings, 2007 as cited by Petty & Thomas, 2014) in 
the classroom. 
Success in course work can add to a sense of self-efficacy, self-confidence, and pride 
in accomplishment. Webber (2015) found that mature women in higher education had a 
change in perspective and became more analytical and reflective in managing their lives. The 
motivations for mature women to learn are often linked to their sense of identity (Swain & 
Hammond, 2011). 
Identity, Gendered Roles, and Relationships 
Redding and Dowling (1992) itemized many of the difficulties adult women faced 
when returning to school as endless streams of demand from all sectors, lack of functional 
and emotional support, toxic people in the woman's life who put her down, and a lack of 
institutional and situational support. It would seem that nearly a quarter of a century later, 
many mature female students may still be dealing with these issues. Mature women attending 
post-secondary education are often wives, mothers, employees, and then students. It is 
seldom that an atypical-aged woman returning to school can just be a student, so her identity, 
roles, and relationships may need to be revisited and revised (Webber, 2015).   
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As part of the ability to continue learning throughout one's life, self-identity is 
enhanced through continued academic success (Fernandez-Ballesteros et al., 2013; Kasmore, 
2005; Moore, 2006; O'Shea & Stone, 2011). These studies found that participating in 
university programs gave older students a more positive self-perception of aging, enhanced 
emotional balance, and an improved sense of wellbeing. Education can be empowering and 
transforming (Webber, 2015), while giving a mature women "a greater sense of personal 
independence as they challenge the more restrictive aspects of their gendered role" (O'Shea 
& Stone, 2011, p. 285).  
Being a student and changing behaviors in the home environment can cause problems 
for an atypical-aged woman due to the inherent expectations by spouses and family (O'Boyle, 
2015; Redding & Dowling, 1992; Vaccaro & Lovell, 2010; Webber, 2015). Family members 
may not be happy or helpful when their wife or mother ceases to do all the tasks she did prior 
to becoming a student, or when she expects others in the family to assist with household 
tasks because she has to complete course work. Stone and O'Shea (2013) found gender 
differences when they compared the narratives of mature male and female undergraduates' 
experiences. The study revealed women were disadvantaged because of their multiple 
responsibilities and the minimal support they received. The authors also made note that the 
idea of men as breadwinners and women as homemakers was alive and well in their study.  
Other studies have found many positive advantages to the changing relationships 
within the family when mature women enroll in higher education programs contrary to the 
negative aspect found in some research. Vaccaro and Lovell (2010) and Webber (2015) 
discovered that the spouses and children of atypical-aged female students were supportive 
and proud of their mother's academic accomplishments. Higher education can be 
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transforming not only for women but their families. Being part of the learning community 
gives older women a sense of independence and personal growth. These women become role 
models for their children with their changing identity, and the new outlook may be a catalyst 
to influence change in their spouses and children. Husbands may become more involved in 
childcare and household tasks and children may become more independent and take on 
additional household duties (Webber, 2015). Changes to one's educational identity occur with 
higher education. Moore (2006) argued that higher education has more value than other types 
of educational courses because it changes a woman's attitude about herself as a learner while 
changing the attitudes others have toward her in terms of respect for her accomplishments as 
a student.  
Kasworm (2005) argues that there is not a homogenous student identity for adult 
women. Adult women have a diverse and complex individualized student identity influenced 
by classroom structure, self-construction of student behaviors and beliefs, and the ongoing 
experiences of being an adult. The adult participants in Kasworm`s research viewed their 
college education as a second chance at "collegiate credentials" and were highly invested in 
being successful academic students "in the highly important societal agency (higher 
education) that bestowed access and status" (Kasworm, 2005, p. 18). Higher education can be 
an "act for self" (O'Shea & Stone, 2011, p. 281) and a chance to change one's self and one's 
circumstances. 
It is evident that education can make profound changes in a woman's life in terms of 
her own identity and self-perception, confidence levels, and family relationships. Higher 
education has a multitude of meanings for each individual woman. Cresswell (2007) states 
that knowledge and meaning is known through the experiences of people. It is important to 
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understand the realities that mature women experience as they pursue their education. The 
purpose of this research study was to gain a greater sense of what mature female students 
experience while taking classes with younger students. The narratives of atypical female 
students may be informative to universities as to how their needs can be supported and met. 
The information from this study may inform colleges and universities on strategies for 
recruitment and retention of a mature student population with greater focus and 
encouragement for success of this student sector.  
The following chapter provides a detailed description of the research methodology 
while adhering to all ethical considerations as outlined in the UNBC Policies and Procedures 
on Research Involving Human Subjects (2006) and the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical 
Conduct for Research Involving Humans (2014).  
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Chapter Three − Methodology 
This particular research explored the lived experiences of atypical-aged female 
students who are currently or were enrolled in undergraduate and graduate programs at the 
University of Northern British Columbia. The literature referred to older students as mature, 
atypical-aged, non-traditional aged, and/or adult. The actual age that was defined as atypical 
varied depending on the research and often the age ranges to define non-traditional aged 
students varied. I used the term of atypical-aged female student to refer to female students 
over 40 years of age for the purpose of this study. 
The personal accounts and experiences of atypical-aged female students in this 
research study will inform post-secondary institutions and faculty of the realities and 
concerns that non-traditional aged female students experience in university as supported by 
the work of Swain and Hammond (2011) and Panacci (2015). The reality of these 
experiences is especially relevant for part-time, non-traditional or atypical-aged females 
attending university with complex and diverse lives. These atypical-aged female students 
have different experiences and quite different challenges compared to typical-aged students. 
Bourgeois and Kirby (2012) also noted that research was needed that focused on the 
experiences and perspectives of other rural women in post-secondary programs as it could 
shed light on the value and meaning of different degrees.  
Research Approach 
This research study used a qualitative methodology based on the phenomenon of 
personal and educational experiences of atypical-aged females who are completing or who 
have completed university professional programs as an undergraduate or graduate student. 
Descriptive data on the age range of female students over 40 years attending degree programs 
 23 
 
at the University of Northern British Columbia (UNBC) was included (See Table 1). The 
data was included to show how few atypical-aged students are actually attending university.  
Qualitative Methodology. A qualitative research methodology allowed me to gain 
insight into personal narratives and experiences that resonate and have meaning for me and 
possibly others. Howard and Davis (2013) noted that when adults decide to access post-
secondary education, they gather information from other mature students. The findings from 
a qualitative research approach provided a lens for a researcher to look into real-world 
settings and provide illumination and understanding of participant experiences (Golafshani, 
2003). Interpretive phenomenological analysis will assist with identifying themes and 
experiences that atypical-aged females encounter as they pursue further education. According 
to Laverty (2003), phenomenological research "is descriptive and focuses on the structure of 
experience, the organizing principles that give form and meaning to the life world" (p. 27). 
Laverty also noted that traditional forms of logic using prediction, control, and measurement 
do not address human truths as do methodologies that emphasize discovery, description, and 
meaning. Van Manen (2006) argued that "the phenomenological method is often difficult, as 
it requires sensitive interpretive skills and creative talents from the researcher" and "its 
method of inquiry constantly has to be invented anew and cannot be reduced to a general set 
of strategies or research techniques" (p. 720). A phenomenological methodology provides a 
broader platform to assess contextual commonalities and differences in experiences and 
meaning. Interpretive phenomenological studies describe and explore "differences in 
experiences across informants….and what it might mean for participants to have these 
concerns, in this context" (McLeod, 2011, p. 148). The analysis of the individual interview 
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transcripts resulted in emerging themes (both individual and composite) with this 
phenomenological focus in mind. 
Research Question and Participants 
The purpose of this study was to explore how attending university impacted the lives 
of atypical-aged females. Atypical students for this research were those over 40 years old. 
The main research question was designed to delve into the lived experiences of atypical-aged 
females attending university. Two supporting questions were designed to understand their 
reasons for attending university as older students and to understand the challenges and 
benefits they experienced. A series of focus questions (see Appendix B) were used to ensure 
a deeper understanding of their learning experience and the impact that being a mature 
student had on their lives. 
The main research question used to explore this phenomenon was: What are the lived 
experiences of atypical-aged females attending university? The two supporting questions 
used to delve deeper into their experiences were (a) What are the reasons for pursuing a 
degree later in life, and (b) What are the challenges and benefits in pursuing a degree? 
Six atypical-aged female participants were recruited from the University of Northern 
British Columbia (UNBC) undergraduate and graduate programs through the use of 
recruitment posters and referrals. Participants ranged in age from 41 to 55 years and were in 
long-term marriages. The participants reflected on their experiences of returning to university 
and how this return to the classroom impacted their lives. Participant identity was protected 
through the use of alpha numeric designations throughout this thesis. A brief summary of 
each participant is included. Three participants reflected on their undergraduate experiences, 
while the other three reflected on both their undergraduate and graduate experiences.  
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P1 started her post-secondary education at a typical age in a small community college 
which posed limitations on course offerings. She worked part time while attending university 
transfer courses at a community college, however she had to discontinue when she obtained a 
full-time job that did not allow for release time during the day which was when most of her 
courses were offered. It was difficult for her to continue taking courses because there were 
few evening courses offered. She married and moved to a larger city that enabled her to 
continue with her undergraduate degree at UNBC when she was in her 40s. Her new 
employer supported her educational goals and allowed time off during the day. P1 continued 
to work full time at the time of the interview. 
P2 completed an undergraduate degree and is in her 40s. She did attend university as 
a science major right out of high school, but life interceded, which included marriage, 
children, and full-time employment. She returned to finish a degree at UNBC, in a different 
discipline when her children were older and it was more financially viable for her to do so. 
Her employer allowed release time to attend university classes. P2 worked full time while 
obtaining her degree and was working full time at the time of the interview. 
P3 is a present-day graduate student in her 40s. She was older than typical-aged 
students when she completed her undergraduate degree. Marriage and raising children were 
the reasons why she delayed post-secondary education. She worked full time while taking 
undergraduate and graduate courses while her employer allowed release time from work to 
attend classes. P3 was working full time and continuing with her graduate degree program at 
the time of the interview.  
P4 completed a graduate degree program in her 50s. She completed an undergraduate 
degree as a typical-aged student right after high school and worked in that field in another 
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province. She began her graduate degree in her 40s after moving to British Columbia and 
obtaining work. P4 is married and worked full time while completing her graduate degree as 
a work requirement. 
P5 completed a graduate degree in her 50s. She began her undergraduate degree in 
her 40s at another institute through a distance education program with some electives taken at 
UNBC. She eventually completed a graduate degree at UNBC. She is married and worked 
full time while pursuing her degrees and continues to work full time at the time of the 
interview.  
P6 is working on an undergraduate degree in her 50s. She received a non-academic 
diploma at a college out of country after high school as a typical-aged student. P6 worked in 
that field for a number of years. In her 40s she began university transfer courses at a 
Canadian college. She later transferred to UNBC to continue with a degree in a chosen field 
of interest. Her work varied between full time and part time depending on the number of 
courses she took. She is married and was working part time at the time of the interview. P6 
chose part-time work to allow her to take university courses. 
Data Collection 
The guided interview sessions were individual face-to-face interactions with six 
atypical-aged females who are currently or were previously attending UNBC. A series of 
focus questions (See Appendix B) were used to guide participants with an exploration of 
their educational experience. A phenomenological interpretive approach was used to analyze 
the data based on the transcribed narratives of the lived experiences atypical-aged female 
students in order to develop themes. 
 27 
 
Individual meetings were arranged either in a private location or in a meeting room in 
the UNBC Library once a student agreed to participate in this research. The consent form, the 
research purpose, and focus questions were reviewed with each participant before interviews 
took place (See Appendices A and B). Once the consent form was signed the interviews 
commenced and were recorded. Interviews varied in length from three quarters of an hour to 
one and a half hours. Often, more frank discussions took place once the recorder was turned 
off and hand-written notes were made of these comments. Some of that data was included 
with permission from the participants. I transcribed all the interviews in order to become 
more familiar with the data. The participant was given an opportunity to review the transcript 
for accuracy once I had a completed record. Most participants reviewed their transcripts 
while others said they were fine with trusting my accuracy in transcribing and chose not to 
review their data. Interviews were recorded using an Olympus WS822 digital voice recorder. 
All raw data is kept in a secure locked area and is only accessible to me. However, the data 
can be made available if questions arise. Once interviews were transcribed, the digital 
recordings were deleted. Participants were informed that the completed thesis would be 
available through the library. This information was already known to the participants as they 
were UNBC students.  
Data Analysis 
Saldana's (2013) coding manual stated that coding is one way of handling qualitative 
data, and that a code is "often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, 
salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or 
visual data" (p. 3). Braun and Clarke (2006) stated that thematic analysis should be seen as a 
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foundational method for qualitative analysis” (p. 4). Thematic analysis allows one to gain 
insight into the realities of participants.  
A semantic approach, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used as a basis for 
the analysis of the transcribed interviews to identify emerging themes and realities of the 
participants’ experiences while attending post-secondary classes. Braun and Clarke (2006) 
describe the semantic approach as follows: “With a semantic approach, the themes are 
identified within the explicit or surface meanings of the data and the analyst is not looking 
for anything beyond what a participant has said or what has been written.” (p. 13). 
The process for analyzing the interviews involved reading through each transcript a 
number of times and coding each phrase that described an experience or feeling during the 
participants’ time as an atypical-aged student and the impact that being an atypical-aged 
student had on their lives. Once the interviews had been coded, the data set of experiences 
was collated into various themes which were defined under categories. Phrases and 
comments were rearranged and refined to make the participants’ experiences more concise 
and to provide a better understanding of their lives as atypical-aged students. I also 
conducted several short follow-up interviews or telephone conversations to clarify and verify 
the data from the interviews. The coded excerpts were then woven into a narrative in 
comparison with the literature research. 
 Trustworthiness. Reliability and validity in quantitative research are terms used to 
ensure that instrumentations used can produce similar results at different times and that the 
instrument actually measures what it states it measures. In qualitative research the terms 
reliability and validity are not viewed separately. Instead, qualitative research uses the terms 
credibility, transferability, and trustworthiness (Galafshani, 2003). Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
 29 
 
used the following definitions for evaluating qualitative research: credibility means 
confidence in the truth of the findings, transferability shows that the findings are applicable 
in other situations, and confirmability is the degree to which the findings are shaped by the 
participants and not by researcher’s bias, motivation, or interest. The credibility of qualitative 
research can be enhanced by peer scrutiny of the study and debriefing sessions (Shenton, 
2004). These types of collaborative sessions will ensure that researcher biases and 
preferences are recognized and methods refined as needed. 
Other concrete strategies to ensure trustworthiness in qualitative research have been 
developed by Kornbluh (2015) and include understanding the population, conveying the data 
process, reconstructing data collection memories, comparing themes, and incorporating 
participant checks into the data analysis process. Kornbluh further stated: “Strategies build 
participants' understanding of the research process…in order to ensure rigor in analysis, as 
well as address potential power differences" (p. 411). These strategies supported the 
obligation of the research to accurately portray participants' stories. 
Ethical Considerations 
All ethical guidelines, as outlined by the UNBC Policies and Procedures on Research 
Involving Human Subjects (2006) and the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for 
Research Involving Humans (2014) were followed and no data collection took place until 
approval for this study was received from the UNBC Research and Ethics Board. Each 
participant was given an overview of the study and description of the data collection and 
confidentiality aspects. A signed informed consent form by each participant was requested 
prior to commencement of the study (See Appendix A). It was anticipated that there would 
be minimal risk to the participants, but they were informed that they could withdraw from the 
 30 
 
research at any point up to the time of report submission and their data would be destroyed. 
Information on counseling services was indicated on the consent form in the event that they 
felt the need to discuss any issues arising out of their interviews. Personal information, digital 
recordings, and names of the participants were kept confidential and locked in a file cabinet 
when not in use and access to all raw research data is limited to me. All data in my final 
thesis uses alpha numeric designations and alternate location names to maintain anonymity 
and confidentiality for the research participants. The final report was reviewed by appropriate 
researchers for rigor and accuracy of data.  
Chapter Summary and Expectations 
 In summary, Chapter 3 is a road map to a qualitative methodological process to 
explore the lives of atypical-aged females attending university. The upcoming Chapter 4 will 
present the findings of the interviews regarding the thoughts and experiences of participants 
regarding their university experience. 
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Chapter Four − Findings 
 The study was designed to explore the lived experiences of atypical-aged female 
students over 40 years of age in university settings. Typical-aged university students usually 
range in age from 18 to 26 years. I designed the research to explore the experiences of older 
students who attended classes with younger students. The reasons for returning to university 
at an atypical age varied for each woman as did the degree programs they chose, yet they 
shared similar thoughts, challenges, and benefits during their learning experiences. Each 
participant discussed her stresses and accomplishments during the educational process. A 
brief description of each participant's educational journey is included in the Methodology 
section in Chapter 3. The participants retained a sense of humor as they described various 
events around their multiple roles and learning experiences. As married atypical-aged 
students, the roles that the participants had to juggle while taking on a student role included: 
wife, mother, grandmother, employee, and volunteer. The multiple roles each participant had 
to contend with impacted their university experience as indicated by the current literature 
(Stone & O’Shea, 2014; Vaccaro& Lovell, 2010; Webber, 2015). 
This chapter is specifically designed to present emerging themes from the research 
findings. Each emerging theme will explore the participants’ experiences in greater detail to 
flush out the phenomenon within each theme. The themes that emerged from this research 
mirrored the research literature in many cases and included delays, interruptions, and choices 
of programs; motivations for pursing a degree; the learning process itself; experiences of 
feeling different in classes with younger students; challenges and role responsibilities; 
support from spouse, family, and friends; institutional support and classroom experiences; 
and the benefits of post-secondary education and lifelong learning. The themes have been 
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divided into separate categories, but are interrelated in many ways. The first theme that 
emerged was actually beginning their university journey at an atypical age. 
Delays, Interruptions, and Choices of Programs 
 The most common theme among these participants was the interruption in their post-
secondary education. Each participant attended university or college directly from high 
school as typical-aged students (18 to 25 years of age), but only one completed an 
undergraduate degree as a typical-aged student. Two participants completed non-academic or 
technical diplomas and worked in their fields before deciding to pursue an academic degree. 
Four participants had similar interruptions in their education due to life circumstances such 
as marriage and children. There were many factors that caused these participants to delay or 
interrupt their academic education until later in life. Those factors included employment, 
family matters, financial matters, and educational matters. Vaccaro and Lovell (2010) 
referred to these delays as the ebb and flow of educational experience due to life demands for 
older female students. 
Employment. One of the main reasons the participants discontinued their education 
was due to taking on full-time employment which resulted in time pressures. P1 started 
taking university transfer courses after high school at a college in a small community, but 
soon obtained employment that did not allow for release time to attend classes. With few 
evening or weekend courses available, she said "school kinda went by the wayside for a 
while. After we moved to a larger city, I decided to get my bachelor's degree." P6 attended a 
college out of country where she received a non-academic diploma and worked for a number 
of years. P6 started university transfer courses at a Canadian college in her 40s. She stated for 
about a year she just took one course at a time to see how she coped. She went on to say, 
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"Then I got a job, and I stopped going altogether for four years because I was working full 
time." P6 was still in her 40s when she transferred to UNBC to pursue a bachelor's degree 
and has currently reduced her work to part time in order to take courses full time. P4, on the 
other hand, completed a bachelor's degree and worked for many years in that field. She 
moved to British Columbia and her work required her to have a master’s degree, so she 
began that degree in her 40s.  
Deciding to return to university was just the first step for the research participants. 
Employer support was an essential factor for these women to enroll in their particular 
programs as they were all working. Their employers had to be willing to release them from 
work during the day in order to take the required courses. Each participant in this group was 
fortunate to have an employer who supported their education and allowed them to leave work 
for courses as long as they made up the time away. One participant chose to work part time 
so that she could take more courses during the day. However, it was often difficult for them 
to attend every class due to their work requirements. Many employers may not accommodate 
an employee's desire to return to university if it requires time during the day, and few 
employers provide financial support for their staff's education unless it is directly related to 
their work.  
Family Matters. All six participants were married and all but one had children. The 
literature notes that it is not unusual for mothers to put aside many of their goals in order to 
care for family (Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002; Stone & O'Shea, 2013) and only return to 
post-secondary education when family, financial, or work constraints were lessened. The 
time gaps between family commitments, working, and learning for the current participants 
were extensive. 
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P2 and P3 both noted that marriage and raising children were reasons their university 
education was interrupted. P2 noted that "once my kids started to get a little bit older…I 
started to really think about finishing my degree.” P3 also said that marriage and family were 
the reason for her delay in completing her post-secondary education. P4 did not start her 
masters until the kids were all in school. The participants also indicated that family matters 
also influenced financial matters. 
 Financial Matters. Finances also played a role in delaying a return to university 
although this was only mentioned in passing. Five of the participants worked full time and 
one worked part time at the time of the interviews. Earlier in their careers with marriage and 
children, it was not always financially viable for them to return to university full time. P6 
commented that she "didn't want any more [educational] debt" so continued to work. Some 
of the participants took a course or two here and there, but it was not until their children were 
older and the participants were in a better financial position that they decided to return to 
university. 
Educational Matters. The participants indicated several disadvantages they 
encountered when they wanted to enroll at UNBC, such as limited credit for other education 
they had taken and limited program/course options. UNBC is a smaller university and 
therefore the degree programs are somewhat limited. Several advantages of a smaller 
university were also mentioned.  
Transfer credit limitations. Some of the participants had diplomas or courses that 
were not directly transferrable for an equitable amount of credits due to lack of accreditation 
between institutes or because the coursework was too old. In addition, UNBC does not give 
credit for prior learning experience which posed another issue for the participants. 
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 P5, found that she would only receive 30 credits at UNBC for a diploma she had done 
"because it was so old." She went to another institute to complete her degree by distance 
education, and noted that "right off the bat they gave me 60 credits, and at that stage of my 
life, I wasn't doing 30 [more] credits just because." She went looking for a program that was 
"adaptable to [her] life which is why it was distance." P5 then started her masters degree (in 
her 40s after working for 30 years and completing an undergraduate program. 
 Program and course limitations. The participants noted other concerns with a 
smaller university such as limited options in degree programs and lack of evening and 
weekend classes at the academic level. Several participants found that their choice of degree 
and courses shifted over time. Each participant did find a suitable degree program even 
though it may not have been their original choice or passion. P1 also had a change of 
program and stated, "I tried other subjects thinking I would do a different area of study to 
avoid having to do Stats, but then I ended up switching my degree." P2 and P3 selected a 
degree, but it was not their first choice. P2 wanted to do a science major, but life interceded 
and she decided to take a different degree. P3 said that after taking several courses she had a 
better idea of an area to pursue. P4 said that her field morphed over time. Overall, each 
participant found a suitable degree program that they worked through or completed. 
Advantages of a smaller university. The participants commented on the advantages 
they found in attending a smaller university. P4 felt that a smaller university was not so 
overwhelming and had the advantage of reducing the time it took to move between classes 
compared to larger universities. She stated that "a small school may be a better place in many 
ways for an older student because, in classes, there are more of us kind of thing."  
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Another advantage of attending a smaller university was the opportunity for these 
women to get to know instructors and staff. They felt that they were able to communicate 
with them more effectively as a mature student. This positive faculty relationship theme for 
older students is noted by Kasworm (2005) and may have been due to the adult to adult 
attitude between atypical-aged students and faculty. I would suggest that the communication 
skills these atypical-aged students had developed during their long careers gave them the 
degree of self-confidence needed to negotiate with instructors when work and course 
requirements collided. P2 stated, that as a mature student, you're more able to communicate 
concerns to a professor and you would be more comfortable doing so. Effective 
communication skills enabled these participants to find the support they needed to pursue 
their degrees. 
Motivations to Pursue a Degree 
 This atypical-aged group of students was not pursuing a degree to gain employment, 
unlike typical students who attend university right out of high school. The participants were 
already gainfully employed. The participants indicated that personal and professional 
development were the reasons for attending university. Only one of the participants required 
a certain degree for her work. Professional development for career advancement was only 
one of the motivating factors for these participants to obtain a university degree. Other 
motivating factors included wanting a change of career, wanting a challenge, and wanting to 
pursue personal educational goals. Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) suggested that those 
individuals who decide to return to post-secondary education have a higher sense of self-
efficacy, motivation, and commitment to educational goals. Several participants said they 
found that learning was fun and enjoyable. Each participant said that she liked to learn, even 
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though the studies were difficult at times. The desire to learn was a motivating factor in itself 
as suggested by the OECD (2014). 
 P2 discussed her reasons for returning to university by stating that it was something 
personally that she wanted to do for herself. The bachelor's degree was a personal thing that 
she had started and never finished. She suggested that older students have a concrete reason 
for being in university and it was a life choice. P2 stated that she found that all of the mature 
students she interacted with really wanted to be in university. They didn't feel like it was 
“pressure from parents or expectation from family or that they didn't really know what else to 
do so they went to university”, which she found with a lot of younger students. 
P2’s comment that mature students attend university by choice not by parental 
pressure aligns with the literature (Bourgeois & Kirby, 2012; Kasworm, 2005, 2007). The 
participants in the current study had definite goals in mind when they chose to return to 
university. The goals for returning to university included personal and professional 
development. 
One participant listed several reasons why she wanted to complete a degree: 
I wanted to go back and pursue my degree for the following reasons: 
personal goal – I should never have quit when I started; career advancement 
– I would require my degree to be competitive and meet the required 
educational component for many positions; obligation – at my current 
place of employment, I feel that those without a degree are seen as ‘less 
than’ and sometimes treated as such (P1). 
 
P1 initially pursued a degree as a personal goal, however, she felt pressure to have a degree 
in order to advance in the workplace. 
Professional development was also the goal for P3 as she went back to university 
because of her interest in a particular subject and her desire to progress toward professional 
development. She indicated that education was important to her and she liked to learn. She 
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stated “obtaining a post-secondary degree allowed for advancement at work. I knew I needed 
to get an undergraduate degree in order for me to do what I wanted to do.” 
Change of career and change of focus were other reasons for returning to university. 
One participant said she did not want to be confined to a clerical job forever while another 
wanted a change of focus. P6 started taking university courses and found that she really liked 
the subject she was enrolled in and was doing really well, so she continued going partly for 
the fun of it and partly because she didn't want to be a secretary forever. P5, on the other 
hand, felt she needed a change of focus. Her reasons for returning to university were seeking 
a new direction and modeling the way for her children. She also added that she was bored. 
She enjoyed lifelong learning and was looking for new challenges. She did wonder, at times, 
why she was doing this especially with the outcome not being career driven, but was driven 
by her own personal interests.  
P4 described the following encounter with much humor and laughter. She cited this 
discussion at the end of Grade 8 as a highly motivating factor for her to be in the less than 
one percent of her group to go on with education. Determination has kept her learning 
momentum going as it has for the other participants. 
Way back when I was in grade 8, I was the valedictorian for my 
graduation ceremony. I was chatting with this elderly fellow beside me 
who turned out to be the Superintendent of the School District. In his 
speech, he said, "Only half of you will finish high school, less than one 
percent of you will get through university, and even less of that will go 
on." And I'm saying, "Screw you, I am going on." He's long gone, but 
here I am still going. So right back from there, I've been motivated. I 
can do this, and it just gets back to my bucket list of things that I wanted 
to do.  
 
 Higher learning meant self-investment and personal growth for these women. 
Vaccaro and Lovcll (2010) argued that by investing in their own development and fulfilling 
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their dreams women became better and stronger in all areas of their lives. The women in the 
Vaccaro and Lovell study described themselves as being selfish for completing their 
education which is in contrast to the women in the current study who did not use the term 
selfish. The women in this particular study described their investment in education as a time 
for them to develop and grow and to provide options for themselves. P3 and P4 confirmed 
this by stating that education gave them the opportunity to do what they wanted to do in life.  
Bourgeois and Kirby (2012), revealed women enrolled in an undergraduate degree 
program in Newfoundland considered university as a "time for me." The idea of completing a 
degree for me was a theme for the women in the Newfoundland study and aligns with the 
women in this current research. Each woman in this current study was completing the degree 
for herself first while acknowledging that it would also enhance career development and 
provide opportunities for advancement. Bourgeois and Kirby (2012) noted that it mattered 
less what program their participants took compared to the fact that they were working 
towards a degree. This finding was noted in this research study with some of the participants 
stating that the degree they were taking was not necessarily their first choice or their passion. 
The participants in this study wanted a change of direction in their 40s and having 
support at home with children who were becoming more independent made this process 
easier. Jackson et al. (2012) found that being open to new experiences reflected a tendency 
for older people to seek out "new and cognitively challenging experiences, to ponder ideas, 
to think creatively, and to enjoy intellectual pursuits" (p. 286). However, wanting a change 
and pursuing a post-secondary degree can be very intimidating, and becoming an atypical-
aged student presented its own challenges including doubts about one’s learning ability as an 
older student. Many atypical-aged women are concerned about fitting into a class with 
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younger students who have come directly out of high school and who have current 
experiences with learning and they may not be aware of the literature that states that 
cognitive ability is not limited by age (Ashley et al., 2013; Yang et al., 2006).  
The Learning Process 
 The many emotions and doubts surrounding the women in this study regarding their 
ability to learn and complete academic work is noted in other studies (Kasworm, 2005; 
Moore, 2006; O'Shea & Stone, 2011). P2 stated that it can be very intimidating for mature 
students who have come back to university after a long hiatus. Participant P4 summarized 
what other participants felt when she noted: 
It was terrifying. It was truly terrifying. Was I truly ready? Was I truly up 
to it? I actually took two undergrad courses just to see if I was up to doing 
it. And I kept going. The brain is just not as flexible as it used to be. It takes 
a little bit longer to get through Stats and those kinds of things, but I think 
if it is something that you are interested in…you kinda put aside all the 
other interests you might have and do school. You have to be dedicated in 
order to finish. 
 
P2 and P3 felt that they had to work harder than their younger classmates. P2 stated 
that it was difficult for her to retain information and she needed to spend more time 
completing her course work.  
It just happened in a conversation with other students, it was "Oh, I can just 
read it and memorize it and go ahead and write it." But for me, I put a lot of 
work into it. I felt like I worked harder, but for me I wanted to be there, and 
I wanted to learn. (P2) 
 
The thought that the older brain is not as flexible is a possible bias that mature 
students feel because of the age-related stereotypes present in society. The Revera Report 
(2016) found that ageism is the most tolerated form of prejudice. Many individuals carry the 
schema that aging means decline in the ability to learn (Fernandez-Ballesteros, et al., 2013). 
The atypical-aged students in this research study felt they had to work harder than younger 
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students and that studying was not easy for them, even though they were successful in their 
course work. The literature, on the other hand, challenged this notion in that mature students 
often perform better academically than their younger classmates (Howard & Davis, 2013). 
Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) found both psychological and academic 
performance improve as a function of age and that the older students performed at a higher 
academic level than the younger students. The study participants discovered they were as 
capable of academic success as younger students and were often surprised at how well they 
did after a few courses in spite of their initial doubts and fears. Writing papers, learning 
American Psychological Association (APA) referencing style, and taking statistics courses 
were initially a concern for some of the participants and they found it took a bit to get in the 
groove of writing. These participants did better than they thought when stating: 
I didn't think that I could do Stats…[but] did better than I thought. I don't 
know if smarter is the right work, but I find I am smarter than I thought I 
was. I am surprised that I have learned as much as I have, and that I was 
able to successfully complete some of the courses that I have done (P1). 
 
I don't think the study – I wouldn't say it came easy. I'm not super, uber 
smart. I have to work at it.  I also needed to prove to myself that I could do 
this. And I went back and got like A+ and I was like, Wow! I do have a 
brain, and so the more success I got, the more I was like, Wow! I think I 
can actually pull this off (P6). 
 
The idea of constructing knowledge and the idea of taking more time to learn rather 
than memorizing material reflects what Howard and Davies (2013) referred to as a deep 
approach to learning. The authors argued that when students adopt a deep approach to 
learning, which their participants did, then studying would be more enjoyable and rewarding 
as they developed and understood concepts. Two of the current participants (P4 and P5) 
reflected this concept with their graduate course work. P4 stated that it was no longer a 
matter of memorizing data. It was now interpreting and putting together connections. P5 
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added to this concept by noting that she was constructing the knowledge versus just being 
taught and found this concept energizing. Dedicated study habits and hard work led to more 
comprehensive learning and better grades for the women in this current study. Vaccaro and 
Lovell (2010) noted that adult learners were often more dedicated and higher achieving than 
typical-aged students. 
 Grades seemed to be another area of concern for the participants as they wanted to do 
well and be successful in their courses. In some cases, a mark lower than what was expected 
was more than disappointing, but they were able to look beyond the particular mark and carry 
on. P2 said that grades were important for her because it demonstrated that she had learned 
the material and was capable of achieving good grades. 
P1 discussed the impact of marks that were less than she expected. She commented that 
she wished she could be like other people who just don't give a damn and take whatever 
marks come along to get through it all. Other participants in this group were more matter of 
fact regarding their grades. P4 stated, “Does it really matter what my grades were as long as I 
passed?” 
Direct information regarding marks was not requested, and the issue only came up in 
general conversation during the interviews. Each participant in the current study was 
successful in their courses and met degree requirements regardless of how they felt about 
their grades. Marks can and did generate various emotions such as disappointment, 
frustration, and elation and seemed to affect their feelings of academic competence at times.  
A wide range of other emotions emerged as the women discussed the learning 
experience. There was a dichotomy of feelings expressed, such as, love/hate, terror/joy, and 
challenging/energizing. Other feelings, such as being intimidated, fried, tired, grouchy, 
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saturated, cranky, and stressed were mentioned as they described managing the multiple 
components of their lives. The feelings of fun, enjoyment, pride, and confidence were 
repeated throughout the interviews as they described their academic accomplishments.  
Experiences of Feeling Different in Classes with Younger Students  
Another major emotion was feeling different and separate from the younger students 
as noted in the research by Moore (2006) and O'Boyle (2014, 2015). The participants 
described various areas that made them feel different compared to younger students. The 
noted differences that emerged from the interviews were with age, attire, maturity levels, use 
of technology, commitment levels, and campus activities. These areas set them apart from 
their classmates and were often more noticeable when group work was required. None of the 
differences were startling, but they added to the feeling of being different and being separate 
from their younger classmates. 
Age Differences. The age difference was obvious especially in undergraduate classes 
for the atypical-aged women in this study. P6 commented that she was usually older than the 
professors. Younger students also wondered why the atypical-aged students were even in the 
class. P1 said that when classmates find out that she works they are confused as to why she is 
taking classes or doing a degree. A younger classmate asked another participant why she was 
taking classes if she already had a job. There seems to be a perception among younger 
students that education is not required once you are working. P6 commented that she could 
be their mother when referring to her classmates. This participant then related an incident her 
daughter had regarding a friend’s perception of older students in her class. 
My youngest, who is in first year at [another college] commented that her friend 
was in a class and there were all these old people, and she questioned “Why are 
they in there?” My daughter got quite annoyed and she said, “There is no age 
limit on being a student” (P6).  
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Participant 6 also acknowledged that she felt like she was on a different planet and that she 
felt out of place at times. The type of role modeling demonstrated by P6’s influence on her 
daughter's attitude about older students is one of the ways to change stereotypes regarding 
aging. Perhaps there may be a shift in how the younger generation views aging and the 
ability to continue learning as more atypical-aged students enter university. 
Attire Differences.  Dressing differently was not a significant issue, but it was 
another feature that set atypical-aged, working students apart from classmates. One 
participant worked in the business field and she stated that it was awkward for her in class 
because she was not able to dress as casually as her classmates. P1 felt both the age and the 
dress difference when she stated: 
It’s a little bit awkward because people definitely notice that you are different 
in terms of even how you look, because you don’t look like a typical student. 
Most students wear yoga pants and sweatshirts to class, but I am working, so I 
am dressed in business casual. I don’t physically look like the other students in 
terms of what I am wearing or in terms of my age. 
 
Maturity Level Differences. Differences in maturity level were also noted by 
participants which added to the awkwardness. The differences in age and maturity levels 
were more pronounced when group work was required because they felt the younger students 
did not want to work with the older students. The participants acknowledged the benefits of 
group work, but a number of challenges surfaced regarding this type of assignment. P1 and 
P3 found that it was difficult if the group work required out-of-class time. Trying to 
coordinate times with others was not easy. The participants worked and were already taking 
time out of their schedules for classes and their evenings were usually tied up with other 
family and social commitments, so they did not have the freedom to meet just any time. The 
differences in experiences and life circumstances made it challenging to coordinate the 
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differing opinions of what should go into a project. The participants also mentioned a 
concern regarding the grading of group work when other members did not carry their share 
of the assignment. P3 noted a big contrast between the maturity level of her classmates and 
voiced her opinion on the immaturity of typical-aged students. P6 narrated an example where 
she really felt the difference in maturity level as: 
In one class, there was so much noisy discussion [during a video 
conference] that I asked the students to be quiet as I could not hear the 
instructor. As a result, I felt like an old bag for saying anything. They were 
quieter in the next class (P6). 
 
P6 acknowledged that the younger students were just being age appropriate, but the 
experience left her feeling a sense of separateness compared to the rest of the class. Her role 
was to learn and she wanted to hear the presentation as part of that role. 
The participants in this study all commented that they were in university to learn. 
Kasworm (2005) noted a difference in commitment between younger and older students in 
her research. The mature participants in Kasworm’s research felt that they were more 
engaged in learning and that some younger students were doing the minimum amount of 
work for assignments. P3 noted this aspect when she was doing group work and found there 
was less commitment to getting projects done in a timely manner. 
I think some of the challenges in dealing with younger students is having 
commitment. If you are working on a project and you say you are going to 
meet at a specific time, this is what is expected. It felt like I was always 
accommodating them because they seemed busier, but for me it was so 
important to get the work done. I just had to work with them otherwise it 
would have been more of a challenge.  
 
These participants felt a greater sense of being different compared to the younger students 
during their undergraduate years and more so when there were few other mature students in 
classes. There was also a sense of isolation and separateness as noted in the literature, and 
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that feeling was often most noticeable for these participants when they were required to do 
group work. Differences in work styles and ideas often generated stress about what the final 
project would look like and how marks would be affected as a result in group situations. 
Another area where the participants experienced differences was in the use of technology. 
Technical Ability Differences. A recurrent theme with this group of participants 
involved anxiety regarding technology as was also noted in the literature (Carney-Crompton 
et al., 2002). The participants felt that they were not as technically capable as their younger 
classmates. The women navigated and learned programs like Blackboard, internet searches 
for articles, statistical programs, and other applications within a short space of time. The 
participants reflected on feeling doubtful in their ability to deal with the technology aspects 
required to complete their respective degrees. The participants were employed in various 
occupations and using technology and multiple programs was part of their work, but they 
were still concerned regarding some of the technology in their programs as P4 noted: 
It seems they [young students] were more on top of things with 
technology, how to do things, which for me I struggled a little bit more 
about it. 
 
The participants may have initially felt they were not as capable as the younger students in 
using technology, but all participants managed to learn to use the required technology for 
their classes. 
Campus Activity Differences. The experiences of atypical-aged women in higher 
learning can be quite different from younger students. The older women may not feel they 
are an integral part of the student body. Three of the research participants stated that they did 
not get involved in the various campus activities because of their work and family 
commitments which left little leisure time. P1 stated that she was totally out of the loop of the 
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whole student experience, and that she was definitely not part of campus life. Another 
participant commented that she definitely felt much older and didn’t do any of the social 
activities. Panacci (2015) noted that adult students have limited campus involvement outside 
of the classroom. O'Boyle (2014) supports this notion in revealing that mature students never 
fully integrated into university life. The participants in the current study are no different due 
to their limited involvement with campus activities and limited involvement with students 
within the classroom during their undergraduate years. The participants also revealed that 
they did not seem to see themselves as an ordinary student similar to what Moore (2006) 
found in her research. 
I sensed from the interviews that each woman in this group saw herself as being an 
independent, career woman taking courses rather than being part of the student body within 
the university. The participants each described working towards a degree and taking courses 
versus identifying themselves as students. Kasworm's (2002, 2005) research focused on the 
adult student identity of older students in undergraduate classes and explored how they co-
constructed their student identity based on beliefs of age-appropriate norms for college 
involvement, beliefs about age-related ideas of academic performance, and beliefs of being 
an ideal student. The women in the current research did not identify as ordinary students, 
which was also the case found in a study by O'Boyle, 2015. My research study did not delve 
into discussing issues around student identity, however, the participants were clear and spoke 
of themselves as career women, with multi-faceted lives, who were pursuing educational and 
personal goals. Atypical-aged female students are not just students, so managing school, 
home, family, work, and other responsibilities can be challenging and leave little time for or 
interest in campus activities and collegiate social events (Panacci, 2015).  
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Challenges and Role Responsibilities 
  Webber (2015) compared the roles in a woman's life and the changes she goes 
through as a student in higher learning to strands of a rope. She used the strands to visually 
represent each part of identity that are important to a woman (wife, mature higher education 
student, parent, daughter, and volunteer). Webber argued that "mothers are worthy of 
particular attention as the role of mother affects every aspect of their student life, such as 
when they can study and the hours they can attend university" (p. 214). However, women 
who do not have children or whose children have left home can still identify with the rope 
image and have similar experiences. These life strands are twined together and are difficult to 
identify in isolation. Married and working women can seldom be just a student.  
 Trying to separate the challenges as distinct entities is also difficult. Atypical-aged 
women's challenges are entwined, like the rope image, with their everyday experiences and 
for them it is a constant juggling process. The challenges have to deal with knots in the rope 
such as stress, time management, family matters, work issues, and feelings of guilt, and still 
finding time to be a student and do course work. Stone and O'Shea (2013) noted in their 
research that it was harder for mature female students to have dedicated, privileged, and 
uninterrupted time for study. The participants in the current study all mentioned time 
management as their greatest challenge. P2 noted this lack of time rather vividly. 
Absolutely time was my enemy. Time was something that I could never 
get enough of. I think, for women in general, you always feel like Gumby, 
you're always pulled in a number of different directions when you are a 
wife and a mother and a working professional woman. So, making sure that 
you are at your kid's concerts, you're making their lunch, you're involved 
in their life, you're going to school, you're involved in the fundraising thing 
at school, you're trying to write a paper, you're trying to cook dinner, you're 
trying to make sure the house is clean, and you're trying to do all of that 
stuff…By the time I hit fourth year, I was on my last nerve! Like I was 
fried. 
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P6 echoed this sentiment when she stated, “You know, I'm not just a student. I don't go home 
and eat Kraft dinner. I have a house and I have children, and…grandchildren.”  
 P1 and P2 commented that their study time was late into the night, due to family 
commitments. The participants forced themselves to become night persons in order to get 
everything done that they felt they had to do. P1 said that these time pressures were the main 
reason why she only took one course at a time even though she would have liked to complete 
her degree faster. The participants felt that they had to become very organized in order to 
manage all their roles and they quickly learned that things had to be prioritized by 
importance as P5 wryly stated, “Do I have a house like a bomb has gone off in it perpetually? 
Yes, but being neat and tidy is no longer a priority of any sort.” 
Stone and O'Shea (2013) found that lack of time and guilt were issues that emerged 
for the women in their study. The authors argued that these issues were gendered in nature 
due to the perception of women as primary caregivers within the family. Participants in the 
current group echoed feelings of guilt while trying to accommodate family, work, and school. 
Several participants whose husbands worked out of town or did shift work found more time 
to complete their academic work, but, they too, felt guilt when trying to balance course work 
and relationships. Constant pressure can take an emotional and physical toll on both the 
woman and her family. Each participant discussed the challenges of balancing family and 
course commitments. Participants P2, P3, and P6 specifically noted the struggle between 
roles and feelings of guilt. 
When I was with my kids, or doing something with my family, I was there 
but I wasn't there because my head was always half there. I would think, 
okay, I gotta get this done, I gotta get that done, I gotta make sure I do this 
(P2). 
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When my husband's home from work, because he works out of town, I find 
it really difficult to go into the other room and study while he is there. I feel 
guilt. So that's a challenge (P6). 
 
You know I'm sure there's times when I didn't have enough time to be with 
my husband and with my children. It feels like you don't have as much time 
to be with them. If I needed to study for the weekend, and couldn’t go to 
the movies [my husband understood], but I felt that I was missing some of 
those things. I knew even if I did attend them my mind was always, "Oh, I 
gotta work on my assignments−I gotta do what I need to do.” So, I wasn't 
really enjoying it (P3). 
 
Working mothers and wives carry the added burden of social expectations. The 
schemas of the ideal mother, the ideal wife, the ideal employee, and the ideal student are hard 
to ignore. Regardless of how enlightened a working mother and her family may be, there 
hovers that unspoken expectation that mom and wife will continue to do the things she has 
always done, regardless of her workload as noted by P2. Wife and mom herself may carry 
these ideas of what she should be in each role. Stone and O’Shea (2013) argued that 
gendered expectations place different values on men’s time and women’s time, with 
“women’s time being given up to the demands and needs of others” (p. 100). The demand of 
meeting other’s needs may add to the stress for women trying to balance multiple roles. P2 
noted: 
I don't think it's for the faint of heart, that's for sure. I was always under a 
tremendous pressure because I always had something to do. Even if you 
are not in school, there's still all those things that I think society places as 
to what the ideal mother is, what the ideal wife is, so there are certain things 
that are expectations for you to fulfill, even if you don't believe that 
yourself, it's still external. 
 
Stress reduction was important to this group of participants and they made efforts to 
make their life enjoyable by attending a gym, limiting the number of classes they took, and 
trying to balance all the strands of their lives with self-care. Each woman was successful in 
creating a lifestyle that worked for them while they pursued their education. The atypical-
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aged students in this group were well aware of their own needs and did as much as they could 
to make their lived experiences positive. P1 said that, by taking only one course at a time it 
afforded her the ability to do other things in her life that made her happy. The participants 
each commented on how they tried to find balance in their lives. 
You set your goals, but I think over the last few years that has shifted for 
me. School is important and I will continue to learn, but balancing my 
interests, my family, and my work is more important than just being more 
career focused (P3). 
 
I had to have it all parceled out and I can only give this much time to it. 
Once you get used to that idea, then the stress is less. [Course work] is 
stressful. I haven't exercised enough and that would help with stress 
management, but I tend to give to others first. As an extrovert, I kinda want 
to make everybody happy and you can't (P4). 
 
Time management was the biggest challenge. I'm not sure how I found the 
time for everything, but I got through it. I think I just became more 
organized. You make the most of every moment. I would do reading of 
articles at the gym, or as I was doing things. So, just trying to maximize 
my time (P5). 
 
This group of participants made the decision to find balance between family, career, and 
education and to do things they enjoyed. It was easier for them to incorporate education into 
their lives as their children became older. However, the role of mother and wife was ever 
present. Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) noted that while the demands of multiple roles 
can be stressful, those multiple roles also provide opportunities to experience success and a 
sense of personal wellbeing in multiple areas. Mature students often have a better sense of 
their own identity and what they want out of life and the determination and focus to obtain 
those goals. Maturity can often bring a clear lens to the realities one must face in taking on 
the task of completing a degree.  
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Support from Spouse, Family, and Friends 
 The women in this research group were all in long-term marriages. The research 
described toxic relations (Redding & Dowling, 1992), lack of support from others (O'Boyle, 
2015; O'Shea & Stone, 2011), or divorce after women commenced studies (Stone & O'Shea, 
2013), but the spouses of the participants in this study were supportive and helpful. Husbands 
encouraged their wives to pursue their goals and they helped with household tasks and caring 
for the children. Children were better able to understand what mom was doing and helped out 
and supported her when they aged and became more independent. The women felt that it 
would have been a much more difficult task to complete their studies if they did not have this 
ongoing support at home. P2 discussed the impact of her support: 
I probably had more support in my life than a lot of other mature students 
that I encountered. A lot of them were single moms or dads. I had a fairly 
stable home life with someone who could cook for the kids and be there at 
night, help with homework, take them to appointments, and do stuff when 
I was in class. I didn't have to worry about it. 
 
Several of the women also mentioned friends who supported them by listening to 
them regarding their experiences and proofing their course work at times. It was important 
that these atypical-aged students had someone to talk to outside of class as most of them did 
not associate with fellow classmates due to age differences, especially in their undergraduate 
classes. The women felt that it was important to be able to discuss issues with someone their 
own age who understood the experiences they were going through. Carney-Crompton and 
Tan (2002) found in their research that non-traditional aged students relied more on their 
spouses, children, and work-related cohorts compared to younger students who relied on 
parents, grandparents, and boyfriends for their support. P4 noted that her colleagues and 
committee helped and encouraged her. P1 and P2 noted the help of friends. 
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I also have support in terms of somebody who can proof my work and I 
can bounce thoughts off. I'm fortunate that way that I have that person that 
I can talk to about my studies (P1). 
 
I also had a friend who would give my papers a quick read over for 
grammatical errors, spelling, sentence structure, strangeness, or clarity. I 
wanted someone who had no idea of what I was writing about, no idea 
about my research, no idea of anything, to read the paper and would know 
if there were some gaps in comprehension. I found that really helpful to 
just have somebody (P2). 
 
Friends and family were supportive, but there were also interesting reactions from 
them. At first their family and friends thought they were crazy or nuts for going back to 
school, but they still provided encouragement. Children enjoyed doing homework with 
parents and understood that education was an ongoing process. Many of the participants’ 
older children intended to or had gone on to higher education. Their mothers' educational 
experiences were influential and set an example for the children: 
My kids are really into it. They can all appreciate the university process. 
So, I would say they've been supportive and it's been good for them to see 
me in school and struggling with homework and juggling time (P6). 
 
All the kids were like, "We're never going to grad school, look at these 
crazy parents of ours, you guys are crazy," but they thought it was fun 
because we would all sit down and do homework together. The kids have 
gone on to school and left home. It was good for them to see that there was 
more than just high school (P4). 
 
My friends think I'm nuts. I think I have modeled the lifelong learning [for 
my children]. It has certainly set an example and opened possibilities to all 
of them, and they are discovering their own paths (P5). 
 
With the education piece you understand better, you learn from it, and then 
you use that for your children. I have my degree and other certification 
which helped me understand personalities (P3). 
 
Greater diversity of age groups within classrooms may help to change the attitudes of 
people towards aging and the aged. Fernandez-Ballesteros et al, (2013) argued that education 
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is one of the "best avenues for changing negative stereotypes, attitudes, and prejudice 
regarding age, aging, and older adults" (p. 129). Institutions of higher learning are already a 
place of diversity, and perhaps could do more to encourage and support the enrolment of 
older students. Learning institutes do provide academic support services for students, 
however, as noted by Panacci (2015) the stage for learning is the classroom. 
Institutional Support and Classroom Experiences 
 The participants reflected on some of their experiences in the classroom and 
discussed ways the learning could be enhanced for them. Information was not requested 
regarding the instruction within the class, but a few comments were made about how they felt 
in certain situations. Panacci (2015) noted that active, collaborative, and interactive 
approaches should be used in the classroom. One of the participants said that not all the 
instructors in her classes posted their presentations which made it a bit frustrating for her in 
class: 
Within the classroom, this would probably be beneficial for any student, 
but for me it is helpful when instructors post their slides and documents 
before class so that I can read that material and take it to class with me and 
then just make notes alongside of theirs instead of trying to copy everything 
off the slides in class and spend so much time writing that I am not actually 
paying attention to what is being said (P1). 
 
The women in this study were employed in different occupations and many of them 
held professional certifications and had experienced many learning situations. The 
participants were quite capable of assessing and evaluating their classroom experiences. They 
reported that most classes were positive, but they did express a variety of opinions and 
frustrations regarding the classroom experience. Petty and Thomas (2014) noted that 
instructors are a key factor in education and need to be of sufficient quality in order to 
 55 
 
support effective learning. The authors stated that improved training for instructors leads to 
better instruction and support for adult students. One participant pointed this out. 
The person in the front of the room doesn't necessarily know how to teach, 
especially at post-secondary level. There are some absolutely brilliant 
[instructors] that are just so engaging for the students and there are some 
that are still big duds (P5). 
 
 Other classroom experiences were quite distracting for these participants, such as a 
difference in how younger students behaved in class. It was noted that younger students were 
often rude and immature by talking among themselves during class, by interrupting class 
when they came in late, or by being disrespectful to the instructor. The participants 
commented on the ways younger students used their computers in class for Facebook instead 
of using them for notes or by doing other assignments and various other non-learning related 
searches and tasks. Younger students seem to have a different idea of what constitutes ideal 
learning behavior. Kasworm (2005) noted these differences in expected student behavior may 
represent differences in beliefs of what defines the ideal student. This difference in belief of 
how a student should behave in the class may be due to the generation gap and may also 
explain why mature students tend to want to concentrate on learning and do well in their 
classes. 
Some of the atypical-aged students in this study used the Academic Success Centre 
especially when they first returned to university and then whenever they needed help with 
specific issues. The other women who had not used the Academic Success Centre said they 
would go if they needed help, specifically for mathematics and sciences. Writing academic 
papers was initially challenging for this group since some of them were in business or 
technical positions where academic writing was not required. Learning proper referencing 
was another reason they went to the Academic Success Centre. Writing, American 
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Psychological Association (APA) referencing, and statistics help were repeatedly mentioned 
as reasons for accessing academic help. Supportive spouses, friends, family, and the 
Academic Success Centre were instrumental in making higher learning a positive experience 
for these women. 
Benefits of Higher Learning and Lifelong Learning 
 Each of the participants was asked what benefits they felt they had received from 
their education. The responses included pride in their success, expanding their knowledge 
base, becoming more open-minded, and becoming better writers. A number of the women 
also commented on being able to think more critically and analyze issues better. Professional 
development was important to these participants, however, it was not the sole motivation for 
pursuing their degrees. Another benefit for this group was living within the university 
catchment area, although several had or were taking distance courses elsewhere as part of 
their requirements. P2 noted that she didn’t have to move away to get her degree and 
commented on not having to uproot her kids and her husband didn’t have to change jobs.  
 The participants all enjoyed learning and expanding their knowledge. They felt that 
their improved writing skills and critical thinking skills transferred to other areas of their 
lives and gave them greater understanding. P1 and P3 felt that education helped them to 
become more open-minded, in stating: 
I enjoy learning new things and expanding my knowledge. Education also 
provides me with the opportunity to open my mind to different ideas and 
ways of thinking, strengthen my critical thinking skills, and keep my mind 
active and engaged (P1). 
 
You become more open-minded. I think one of the biggest things for me 
[in my education] was the culture, understanding the different cultures, 
understanding behaviors. It is for me correcting my behavior, so I can be 
respectful. I feel that was a good thing (P3). 
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P4 said the reward was intrinsic in knowing that she succeeded and actually completed a 
degree. Each participant felt that they gained not only knowledge, but the confidence to take 
on anything as a personal development reward: 
My own development expanded my knowledge and my worldview. I feel 
better that I've just explored some things. I feel that I can take on anything 
which is why I've decided to take on another degree. I don't have to do this 
degree, it's entirely for me. I think it's going to give me more confidence. I 
feel that I can do whatever I feel like doing (P5).  
 
The desire for flexibility in degree programs was mentioned by several women. Both 
P1 and P4 were not interested in doing research which is a requirement of many degree 
programs. P6 was interested in a creative option for her next degree. P4 did not want to 
publish or do research as that was not her area of interest. P1 was also looking for other 
degree options: 
I hope to go on to another degree in the future, but I do not want to do 
quantitative research. When I feel ready, I plan to look at other universities 
that offer more options in their degrees. I want to keep learning, but I also 
want the experience to be enjoyable and not so stressful (P1). 
 
Lifelong learning was a way of bringing knowledge into their workplace and a way to keep 
up and adjust to the fast-paced changing environment today. 
I think it is absolutely necessary. The world is such a diverse place, 
everything is changing radically and so quickly. How can you not want to 
stay even remotely abreast to it? Things have changed. Gone are the days 
when you got a job and stayed at it. Things have changed (P5). 
 
 Personal development through continued learning was important for the women in 
this study. The participants understood the changing world around them and expressed the 
many ways they planned to use their learning within their work and family settings. P6 
wanted to keep learning as she felt that there were so many things she didn’t know. 
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My cousin asked me "What is the point of going to school now?" I said 
because there's so many things I don't know. It's lifelong learning, right? 
So that's the benefit (P6). 
 
 P2 completed a degree and did not know if she would pursue another degree. P1 
planned to complete her current degree and then take a break. Others in the group were 
actively pursuing their current degree and planning to go on to the next degree. Some 
participants expressed an interest in non-degree course work such as management 
certification or general interest courses. Continued learning, in one form or another, was 
mentioned as a future possibility throughout the interview process of this research study. 
Continued learning meant they were keeping their brain active and they were finding 
ways to use their knowledge to affect those around them. P4 said she would always be 
looking for learning to bring to her work environment and mentoring opportunities. 
Kasworm (2007) pointed out that graduate students return to higher education to enhance and 
professionalize their understandings and skills. This increase in educational qualifications 
also provided social capital for their communities (Merrian & Kee, 2014). 
 In summary, the findings of this study were in line with the literature. Atypical-aged 
women often had delays in returning to university due to employment, family matters, and 
finances. The motives to pursue a degree for atypical-aged women differ from younger 
students who are looking to enter the work force. Atypical-aged women are usually 
motivated to obtain a university degree for professional or personal development since they 
often are employed. The learning process for older students can be quite intimidating, but 
they do very well in their programs. One of the notable differences for atypical-aged students 
is that they do not look like their younger classmates or behave in the same ways and are not 
usually involved in campus activities. The participants in this study indicated a number of 
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benefits of their university education: pride in their success, becoming more open-minded, 
and becoming better writers in both their academic course work and in their business work. 
The participants all enjoyed learning and planned to continue learning either formally or 
informally. 
 The following chapter offers concluding thoughts for this exploration of the 
experiences of atypical-aged women in university. It highlights the accomplishments, goals, 
life improvements, and mentorship goals of these atypical-aged female students. A brief 
overview of the participants is covered, as well as the limitations of this study, possible 
future research, and a number of recommendations. 
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Chapter Five – Concluding Thoughts and Recommendations 
 The emerging themes revealed from the narratives and reflections regarding the lived 
experiences of the atypical-aged female students in this study very much aligned with the 
content discovered in the research literature. In addition to the themes covered in Chapter 4, 
several other factors were of note: a sense of pride and accomplishment, pursuit of personal 
and educational goals, improvement in all aspects of life, and mentorship. These factors 
tended to stand out for all of the participants. 
Sense of Pride and Accomplishment 
 The atypical-aged female participants in this study confirmed their sense of pride and 
accomplishment in their academic achievements. They were very satisfied to realize they 
were smarter than they thought they were. The success these women achieved by completing 
their degrees proved to themselves and to others that they were capable of learning difficult 
course work. Once the participants restarted their university education, success in their 
academic work fueled and spurred them on to further education. The success they achieved 
allowed them to feel capable of taking on anything in the future. 
Pursuit of Educational and Personal Goals 
 The participants achieved success through their determination to pursue educational 
and personal goals. The common thread of framing education as a time for me was important 
for the participants. The learning experience was a time to regroup, to change focus, to take 
on new challenges, and to try new paths once they put their minds and hearts into their 
education. The participants’ reasons for going back to university were not exclusively for 
employment purposes. Their rationale extended beyond professional development and career 
advancement. The importance of pursuing higher degrees of academic achievement strongly 
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resonated with the participants’ sense of fun and love of learning. Learning was a source of 
intellectual stimulation for them and a way of incorporating new knowledge and ideas into 
their beliefs as several participants stated. 
Improvement in All Aspects of Life 
 These atypical-aged female participants shared their knowledge and experience as a 
form of social capital. They shared this desire for self-improvement for themselves, for their 
family life, for their work environment, and for the communities in which they lived. The 
participants’ love of learning was an inspiration to those around them. 
Mentorship 
 Mentoring others and giving back to the community were positive outcomes these 
women mentioned that went beyond their own personal accomplishments. The women in this 
study were role models to their family and friends and helped to dispel the myth that aging 
means a decline in learning ability. The mere fact that these atypical-aged women were 
attending classes changed the look and perspective that university undergraduates are young 
students right out of high school. 
The Participants 
This particular study was somewhat unique as they each had fairly positive 
experiences along with a great deal of spousal, family, friends, and community support 
throughout their educational experience. I expected some negative aspects from spouses or 
family with regard to the women taking advanced education. I knew of marriages that ended 
after women became more educated, and I had friends who had little support from spouses 
and family while they were learning and making their career advancements. The women in 
this study were in long-term marriages with a great deal of support for their role as students, 
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wife, mother, and/or friend. I did not realize the amount and range of support the research 
participants received until the last interview was carried out. I would suggest that this spousal 
support and encouragement was a factor in the success this group had in learning and 
completing their degrees. 
 Returning to university after a long hiatus can be challenging yet can provide many 
benefits. Obtaining a degree meant that after long delays these women were finally fulfilling 
personal and professional goals. Success in obtaining their degree meant that they were 
capable of learning, regardless of age or course difficulty. Education gave them confidence in 
their ability and meant that they could change direction, explore new paths, pursue new 
challenges, and have more choices for career advancement. Returning to higher education 
meant that these women were doing something just for themselves – personal development 
and exploration of their interests and capabilities. In the process of obtaining their degrees, 
they were role models for their family and for their friends. They were happy with their 
successes. This sense of happiness was displayed during the interviews as they laughed and 
chuckled while recalling various experiences. Furthermore, these women were adding social 
capital within their personal environments and their communities by incorporating their 
knowledge into their work life and family life. P2 commented, "Once you have the degree, 
no one can take it away from you." Life circumstances may change, but that academic 
accomplishment remains. 
Limitations and Challenges 
 The focus on Canadian atypical-aged female students was a limiting factor in this 
study. The study excluded atypical-aged male students and international students, in general. 
The women in this group were all in long term marriages with supportive husbands so their 
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experience and success might be different from single mothers or those women who have 
experienced failed marriages and family breakdown or other limiting factors such as chronic 
illness.  
Concluding Thoughts and Recommendations 
Future research is definitely required for deeper exploration into the lived experiences 
of atypical-aged female students attending post-secondary institutions. An increase in the 
number and/or age range of research participants would provide a greater sense of 
understanding and perspective regarding the lived experiences of atypical-aged female 
students. I would also suggest that women in the older age groups of 56 to 84 be secured as 
participants, as no one from that age bracket was in this study although they were represented 
in the UNBC statistics. Other areas of research focus might involve the experiences of single 
mothers and international women in post-secondary education as their narratives may also 
identify different experiences and challenges. 
Attracting and retaining students in the university setting is important. More atypical-
aged individuals may be willing to enroll in university programs if course times and degree 
options were more flexible. The participants in this research suggested a number of 
recommendations that would have made their education more compatible with their busy 
lives. Professional development and lifelong learning for the changing requirements of 
industry mean that advanced education will be an ongoing issue. In order to make advanced 
university education available to a wider range of individuals, especially for those already 
employed, several recommendations are included: 
1. Evening courses will allow atypical-aged students to work in the day and attend 
classes in the evening.  
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2. Weekend courses can reduce the amount of time atypical-aged students need to be 
away from work and on campus for class. This may broaden the range of student 
enrollment. 
3. Another scheduling alternative is to offer courses in a period of time that is condensed 
over several weekends with classes offered Friday evenings and all day Saturday to 
ensure number of teaching credit hours meet UNBC requirements. 
4. Greater variety and number of courses during the summer months to enable students 
who cannot attend full time throughout the fall and winter semesters to complete 
requirements more quickly. 
5. Orientation sessions that include support information for atypical-aged students, who 
are not attending classes on a full-time basis, will also provide an opportunity for 
introductions to other students of a similar age range. 
6. Extended or flexible timelines for atypical-aged students so that they can complete 
degrees while they are employed.  
 Lifelong education was a factor contributing to aging well, enhancing career, and 
self-development. Too often the roles in women's lives interfered with their desire to 
complete a post-secondary education at a typical age. I was interested in exploring the lived 
experiences of atypical-aged females who pursue their educational goals whether it be for 
professional development, change of career, employment necessity, or for the joy of 
continued learning and growth. The reflections of these atypical-aged females students may 
inspire other women to explore lifelong learning in one form or another.  
It is my hope, as a researcher, that with more age diversity in university student 
groups there will be broader definition of typical students that may decrease the assumptions 
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and possible stigma about atypical-aged post-secondary students. The purpose of informing 
people regarding university and life experiences of atypical-aged students through this 
research study is a start to break down perceived barriers and to demonstrate the possibilities 
of obtaining a degree later in life. If colleges and universities want to increase enrolment, 
perhaps atypical-aged females are a segment of the population that needs more focus and 
encouragement to enroll in post-secondary programs. 
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Appendix A: Information Letter / Consent Form 
 
 
 
Information Letter and Consent Form for Participants 
 
Date:    2017 
 
Project Title: The Lived Experience of Atypical-aged Women in Higher Learning 
 
Project Lead:  Delia Beaton 
Candidate for Master of Education, Multidisciplinary Leadership 
University of Northern British Columbia 
Prince George, BC V2N 4Z9 
 
Supervisor:  Dr. Catherine Whalen, School of Education 
   250-960-5639, email:  Catherin.Whalen@unbc.ca 
 
Purpose of Project: 
 
 This research will be used for a graduate thesis as part of the requirement for my Master of Education 
degree in Multidisciplinary Leadership. 
  
Invitation: 
 
 You are invited to take part in this research to examine the experiences of atypical-aged females (40+ 
years old) attending UNBC as an undergraduate or graduate student in professional programs. 
 
Benefits of Participating: 
 
Females over 40 years of age comprise a small segment of the student population in most universities 
and the data on this age group is limited from a Canadian perspective. The purpose of this research is to provide 
universities, faculty, and fellow students with a broader understanding of the differing needs of atypical-aged 
female students.  
 
A direct benefit to participants is the ability to relate their experiences in university, especially in the 
context of being an older student among younger students. 
 
The experiences of atypical-aged females can provide role models for family, friends, and the 
community at large. Atypical-aged females who continued and succeed in higher learning provide excellent 
examples of the importance of education. 
 
Participation in this project is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time without giving a reason. 
Should you choose to withdraw from the study, any information you have provided will be destroyed. You may 
refuse to answer any questions that make you feel uncomfortable. You may also ask to have the tape recorder 
turned off, not answer a question, or decide not to participate any further in this research. If you withdraw from 
the study, all your data will be destroyed. 
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What will happen during the project? 
 
 The study will involve two interview sessions. The first interview will be approximately one to two 
hours to record your experiences. After transcriptions, another interview of approximately one hour will be 
arranged for you to review your transcript for accuracy and authenticity. The interviews will take place on 
campus in a booked study room.  
 
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked a series of open-ended questions in a taped interview 
regarding how obtaining a university degree affects you, as an atypical-aged woman with your multiple roles, 
and the advantages and disadvantages that occur during the educational process.  
 
 A number of demographic questions will be included and you may discuss any other issues related to 
the benefits and concerns around attending university as an atypical-aged female among younger, more typical-
aged students. 
 
 You will be asked to review the final transcript for accuracy and authenticity. You may also view the 
final study, if you so choose. 
 
Risks or benefits to participating in the study 
 
 This study will have minimal risk. There may be minimal psychological emotions aroused when 
recounting negative information. If this should occur you may discontinue the discussion and access counselling 
services if you feel the need. Free counselling services are offered to UNBC students through the UNBC 
Wellness Centre, 250-960-6369.  
 
Other counselling services: 
• Brazzoni and Associates, 301-1705 Third Avenue, Prince George, BC, Phone: 250-614-2261 
• Walmsley and Associates, 1512 Queensway, Prince George, BC, Phone: 250-564-1000 
 
Confidentiality, anonymity, and data storage 
 
The interview and transcription will be confidential. The data will be kept secure in a locked file 
cabinet. The only person viewing the raw data will be me, as the researcher. Typed transcripts will use 
pseudonym as will any computer data. The key with actual names and pseudonyms, and any journals or notes I 
make will be kept at my home in a locked safe separate from the computer data. 
 
Once the study has been completed, all data will be securely retained for a period of 10 years after 
which time it will be destroyed. Analysis of completed data (without real names, programs, or courses) may be 
reviewed by committee members to ensure validity of analysis. Data will be used for future research and 
publications. 
 
 Other than your name on the consent form, pseudonyms will be used in the written report and locations 
will be altered. As the sample size will be small, your program of study will not be identified. The final report 
may reference you as undergraduate or graduate only to maintain anonymity. Typed transcripts will not contain 
any identifying information – xxx will be used in place of any name or location. You may choose your own 
pseudonym if you prefer.  
 
Compensation 
 
 There is no compensation for participating in this study. 
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Study Results 
 
 This proposal will be used for a thesis defense in my Master of Education program and will be 
published and retained in the University of British Columbia library under Collections, UNBC Thesis 
Collection.  Thesis can be search by title under the Master of Education section once it is digitized.  
 
I have read or been described the information presented in the information letter about the project and I 
understand the purpose of the research. 
 
YES   NO 
 
I have had the opportunity to ask questions about my involvement in this project and to receive additional 
details I requested.  
 
YES   NO 
 
 
Withdrawal: 
 
I understand that if I agree to participate in this project, I may withdraw from the project at any time up until 
report completion, with no consequences of any kind. If I choose to withdraw, all paper data will be shredded in 
a cross-cut shredder and all digital voice data and computer data will be erased. None of my data will appear in 
the final report if I withdraw prior to completion of the research report.  
 
YES   NO 
 
 
I have been given a copy of this form. 
 
YES   NO 
 
I agree to be recorded. 
 
YES   NO 
 
 
Follow-up information (e.g. transcription) can be sent to me at the following e-mail or mailing address. 
 
YES   NO  
 
Method for follow-up: 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Contact for Information about the Study: 
 
If you have any questions regarding the study, the contact information is at the top of this form. 
 
Contact for Complaints: 
 
If you have any concerns or complaints about your rights as a research participant and/or your 
experiences while participating in this study, contact the UNBC Office of Research at 250-960-6735 or by 
email at reb@unbc.ca 
 
 
 
 
Signature:  
 
Name of Participant (Printed):  
 
Date:  
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Appendix B: Atypical-Aged Female Student (40+ years) Focus Questions 
1. What is your year of birth? 
2. What is your marital status? 
3. How many children do you have? (For researcher information only) 
4. What are the ages of your children? (For researcher information only) 
5. What is/was your program of study? (For researcher information only) 
a. Why did you choose this field? 
b. Was this your first choice of study? 
c. Are you a full-time or part-time student? 
6. Has your education been interrupted? 
a. What were the reasons for the interruption? 
b. What prevented you from entering post-secondary education after high school? 
7. Why did you pursue your education as an atypical-aged student? 
8. What changes in life permitted you to continue in higher education? 
9. What types of support did you experience as an atypical-aged student? 
10. Are/were you employed while attending higher learning? 
11. What are your experiences as an atypical-aged female while pursuing your education? 
12. What was the learning process like for you? 
13. How did your family feel about your educational goals? 
14. What benefits have you experienced in obtaining your degree? 
15. What challenges have you experienced in obtaining your degree? 
16. Have you changed the way you think about yourself after your education? 
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17. Have your relationships with spouse, children, or family changed as a result of your 
education? 
18. What are your thoughts regarding lifelong education? 
19. How could the educational institute better support your needs as an atypical-aged female 
student? 
 
